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Uganda's progressive journey to universal access to clean water 
EDITOR: Access to clean and safe 
water is not just a basic need. 

It is a fundamental human right 
and a cornerstone of public health, 
economic development, and social 
dignity. 

For decades, rural commUnities 
in Uganda have faced persistent 
challenges in accessing reliable water 
sources, often relying on unsafe 
streams and ponds. This has exposed 
millions to waterborne diseases and 
hindered progress in education and 
livelihoods. 

marking a significant leap towards 
the Sustainable Development Goal of 
universal water access. 

The Kagera Water Works forms the 
backbone of this ambitious undertaking. 

At its heart is a newly constructed 
intake on River Kagera and a modern 
water treatment plant at Kakamba, 
with a capacity of 30,000 cubic metres 
per day. This facility will serV~ ·both 
urban ana rural populations, including 
vulnerable communities in Nakivale 
and Oruchinga refugee settlements. 

Jsingiro Rural Water Supply Project, 
now at 50% completion, the plan is to 
extend this lifeline deeper into rural 
communities. 

This component, estimated at euro 
58m, will deliver water through 21 
distribution tanks, 10 pumping stations, 
and over 767ktn of transmission· and 
distribution pipelines. 

By tapping into the Kagera system, 
villages that have long depended on 
seasonal streams will finally have a 
sustainable water source. 

faecal sludge treatment facilities which 
is a critical step for sanitation and 
environmental health. 

Uganda's journey towards universal 
access to clean water is far from over, 
but the progress is undeniable. The 
Government's determination, coupled 
with international support, signals a 
future where rural communities will 
no longer be left behind. Clean water 
should not be a privilege - it must 
be a guarantee for every Ugandan. 
The Kagera Water Works Project is 
proof that with vision, investment, and 
resolve, this goal is within reach. . Tgday, however, Uganda is taking a 

bold step towards reversing this trend 
through the Kagera Water Works 
Project, a transformative initiative that 
underscores the Government's resolve 
to achieve universal access to clean 
water. 

Of this capacity, 12,000 cubic metres 
are earmarked for Mbarara City, while 
18,000 cubic metres will supply rural 
Isingiro district, 

The infrastructure includes a 58ktn 
transmission 'main, a high-capacity 
pumping station at Kabingo, and 
strategically located reservoirs such as 
the Bihunya tank, which sits at a higher 
elevation to serve areas previously 
beyond supply limits. 

JOHN F 
The resolve to rehabilitate old 

infrastructure and expand distribution 
networks in Mbarara city further 
underscores a commitment to 
sustainability. Existing water treatment 
plants, some built over 30 years ago, are 
no longer adequate for a rapidly growing 
urban population. 

As we look ahead, the challenge 
will be maintaining this momentum -
ensuring timely completion of ongoing 
works, expanding coverage to remote 
areas, and safeguarding water resources 
against climate change. But for now, 
Uganda has taken a decisive step 
towards a future where every citizen, 
regardless of location, can turn on a tap 
and drink water without fear. 

Supported by the French 
Development Agency, this project is 
more than an engineering. feat, it is 

This is not just about pipes and tanks. 
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The new Bihunya tank, positioned at 

a higher elevation, will ensure water 
reaches areas previously underserved, 
such as Katete. The National Water a lifeline for over 600,000 people in 

Mbarara city and Isingiro district, who 
will finally enjoy reliable and safe 
water. 

By 2040, the number of beneficiaries 
is expected to rise to 900,000, 

Ii is about transforming lives. Clean 
water means fewer cases of cholera and 
typhOid, healthier children who can 
attend school, and women freed from 
the burden of walking long distances 

to fetch water. It means improved 
agricultural productivity through water 
for production, which is planned under a 
separate component. In short, it is about 
dignity and opportunity. 

The Government's commitment does 
not stop at Mbarara city. Through the 

and Sewerage Corporation is already 
laying new pipes to connect these 
neighbourhoods, while the Government 
mobilises additional funds to rehabilitate 
wastewater systems and construct 

The writer is the manaqer 
marketinq and diqital 

communications, National Water 
and Seweraqe Corporation 
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e accession of the National 
Resistance Movement (NRM) to 
power in 1986 marked a pivotal 
shift in Uganda's political and 
economic trajectory. 

It moved the nation from decades of 
protracted civil conflict and institutional 
decay, towards a period of sustained 
economic growth and social development. 

The most critical achievement of the NRM 
was undoubtedly the re-establishment of 
political stability and nationwide peace. 

This stability was not merely a political 
victory, but the necessary -bedrock for all 
subsequent developments in infrastructure, 
human capital, and the economy. 

For a generation of Ugandans, this 
abstract concept of "security" translated 
into a tangible reality: the freedom to plant 
crops without fear of displacement, or the 
ability to send a child to school knowing 
they would return safely. This fundamental 
human gain validated the Government's 
broader agenda. 

FOtlNDATION OF RECOVERY: 1986 BASELINE 
To understand the scale of the current 
trajectory, one must recall the profqund 
crisis of -the mid-1980s. 

By 1986, the economy was stagnant, 
and public infrastructure had collapsed, 
making internal trade and administration 
nearly impossible. Uganda's gross 
domestic product (GOP) stood at a volatile 
$3.92b, reflecting an economy ravaged by 
instability. 

The physical infrastructure was 
particularly in dire straits. Of the 7,900ktn 
national road network, only 1,900ktn was 
tarmacked, and critically, only 114km of 
that paved network was deemed to be in 
fair condition. . 

The immediate policy challenge was not 
new construction but costly rehabilitation. 

Consequently, the initial focus on national 
security was, in effect, the most crucial 
economic policy of the time, as it secUred 
the 'environment needed for these high-cost 

·Developmental gains, structural 
shifts un er e overnmenl 
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investments to eventually payoff. 

MACROECONOMIC GAINS AND FISCAL STEWARDSHIP 
Since the late 1980s, Uganda has transitioned from 
post-conflict volatility to sustained expansion. 

The restoration of se~ty yielded immediate 
economic returns, with GOP rising to $6.51 b by 1988. 

This momentum has largely been sustained, with 
recent forecasts projecting growth rates of 5.9% for 
2024 and an acceleration to 7.5% for 2025. 

Today, the nominal size of the economy has 
expanded massively, reaching approximately sh227.8 
trillion (roughly $60b) in the 2024/25 fiscal year. 

While government debt has risen to around 
51.8% of GOP to finance infrastructure 
and energy projects, this borrowing 
has been driven by the need to shift 
the economy from basic recovery to 
industrial productivity. 

CONNECTING THE NATION: THE 
INFRASTRUCTURE REVOLUTION 
The most visible evidence of 
the NRM's lmpact lies in the 
transformation of the country's 
physical landscape. 

The national paved road 
network has grown 
from that dilapidated 
1,900km in 1986 
to approximately 

6,199km by 2025 - a 226% increase. This expansion 
has dramatically reduced transport costs, linking rural 
farmers to markets and connecting regional centres 
for internal trade. Concurrently, the energy sector 
has undergone a revolution. The commissioning 
of large hydropower projects like Isimba (183MW) 
and the recent Karuma Hydropower Dam (600MW) 
has boosted Uganda's total installed capacity to over 
2,000MW. 

This addresses the chronic power shortages that 
plagued manufacturers for decades and signals 
a structural shift towards enabling large-scale 
industrialisation. 

The railway sector is also poised for transformation. 
While the legacy Meter Gauge Railway network of 
1,266km is being rehabilitated to boost trade on the 
Northern Corridor, the future lies in the Standard 
Gauge Railway (SGR). 

With the planned construction of the 1,724J<m SGR 
network - starting with the Malaba-Kampala section 

- Uganda aims to drastically reduce import and 
export costs, a vital move for a landlocked nation. 

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT, GOVERNANCE REFORMS 
Beyond bricks and mortar, there has been a 

significant investment in people. The Human 
Development Index has improved from 0.342 
in 1990 to 0.582 today, placing Uganda 
in the "medium development" category. 
This leap is underpinned by policy shifts 

such as Universal Primary Education (1997) 
and Universal Secondary Education '200 , 
alongside improvements in life expectancy 

driven by successful public health campaigns 
against HlV/AIDS and malaria 

On the governance front, 
the NRM restructured the 
political landscape to promote 

participation. 
The introduction of the Local Council 

system created a participatory democracy 
from the village level up, a radical devolution 
initiative formalised in the Local Governments 
Act of 1997. Furthermore, the restoration of 
constitutionalism via the 1995 Constitution 
established essential institutions like the 
Inspector General of Government and the 
Uganda Human Rights Commission to 
provide checks and balances. 

THE NEXT HORIZON: OIL AND GAS 
Looking ahead, the most significant structural 
shift will be driven by the oil and gas sector. 

With the development of the Albertine 
Graben fields and the East African Crude Oil 
Pipeline - which is over 50% complete as of 
early 2025 - the country is on track for "First 
Oil" by mid-2026. 

This development is expected to accelerate 
real GOP growth to double digits (projected at 
10.4%) in the 2026/27 fiscal year. 

The Government's strategy is to channel 
these petroleum revenues into non-oil sectors 

. like agriculture, manufacturing, and tourism. 
The ultimate success of the NRM's 

developmental legacy will hinge on this 
phase: effectively managing oil wealth to 
prevent the "resource curse" and ensuring 
that the economic gains translate into durable 
stability and jobs for Uganda's rapidly 
expanding youth population. 

The writer is a former lecturer at 
Makerere University. Member of the 

8th Parliament of Uqanda, former 
prime minister of Toro f{lnqdom 


